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Introduction	
What	lies	behind	the	photographic	portrait	of	a	face?	A	sovereign	self?	An	essential	
character?	For	over	a	century,	artists	using	photography	have	attempted	to	destabilise	this	
notion	of	a	unified	personality	that	is	transmitted	through	physical	appearance.	The	multiple	
and	extended	exposures	that	fragmented	and	smeared	the	Pictorialist	portrait	in	the	early	
twentieth	century	have	been	joined	in	recent	years	by	the	digital	reconfiguring	of	the	face.1	
This	attack	on	the	photographic	portrait	as	a	signifier	of	bourgeois	individuation	has	also	
been	aided	by	visual	culture	theorists	such	as	Allan	Sekula,	who	positioned	the	portrait	in	a	
hierarchical	archive	where	“the	look	at	the	frozen	gaze-of-the-loved-one	was	shadowed	by	
two	other	more	public	looks:	a	look	up,	at	one’s	‘betters,’	and	a	look	down,	at	one’s	
‘inferiors.’”2	Following	in	this	tradition	is	the	contemporary	focus	on	the	constraints	of	social	
media	platforms	that	format	and	enable	everyday	digital	portraiture,	over	and	above	the	
potential	for	psychological	insight.	
	
These	critiques,	however,	seem	to	have	done	little	to	dampen	the	everyday	desire	for	inner	
lives	to	be	revealed	through	represented	faces.	Consequently,	some	theorists	have	resorted	
to	unconscious	drives	to	explain	viewers’	engagement	with	photographic	portraits.	For	
example,	Lee	Siegel,	in	an	introductory	essay	to	a	major	portraiture	exhibition,	claims	that	
	
																																																						
1	For	the	challenge	to	the	photographic	portrait	by	twentieth-century	photo-media	artists	see:	Cornelia	Kemp	
and	Susanne	Witzgall,	The	Other	Face:	Metamorphoses	of	the	Photographic	Portrait	(München:	Prestel,	2002).	
For	digital	photo-media	portraiture	see:	William	A.	Ewing,	Face:	The	New	Photographic	Portrait	(London:	
Thames	and	Hudson,	2008).	
2	Allan	Sekula,	“The	Body	and	the	Archive,”	October	39	(Winter	1986):	10.	
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we	still	instinctively	believe	in	the	authority	of	the	face,	even	as	we	are	more	and	
more	drawn	into	cultural	practices	that	make	the	face	an	irrelevant	or	unreliable	form	
of	knowledge.3 
	
This	apparent	cognitive	dissonance	is	the	consequence	of	continuing	to	interpret	portraits	as	
texts	for	the	analysis	of	truth-value.	Pathways	out	of	this	representational/epistemological	
cul-de-sac	are	being	charted	by	several	scholars	through	the	development	of	intersubjective	
approaches	to	portraiture.	Jenny	Edkins,	drawing	on	the	work	of	philosopher	Jean-Luc	Nancy,	
argues	that	a	productive	way	of	understanding	photographic	portraiture	is	as	interface	rather	
than	as	representation:	
	
Is	it	that	a	portrait	exposes	or	produces	a	subject—exposes	it	as	not	something	
hidden	behind	the	face	in	the	image,	but	rather	something	presented	on	the	surface,	
neither	inside	or	outside,	but	at	the	intersection	of	“self”	and	“other”?	Is	it	what	
displaces	us	from	where	we	think	we	reside:	inside	out	heads?4	
	
Although	Edkins	acknowledges	that	photography	has	played	a	crucial	role	in	the	
objectification	of	“self”	and	“other,”	she	proposes	that	photographic	portraiture	is	still	able	
to	hold	the	viewer	at	an	interface	where	the	“uncanny	relationality	of	subjectivity”	can	be	
experienced.5	This	relational	understanding	of	portraiture	has	been	explored	from	another	
vantage	point	by	Catherine	Soussloff	in	her	study	of	the	portrait	in	modernity.	Building	on	
Jean-Paul	Satre’s	The	Psychology	of	the	Imagination	and	Judith	Butler’s	Subjects	of	Desire,	
Soussloff	extends	the	subject/viewer	dyad	to	include	the	subjectivity	of	the	artist.	From	this	
view	portraiture	is	driven	by	a	desire	“for	social	connection	through	visible	means.	The	
portrait	makes	visible	what	we	imagine	of	others.”6		
	
																																																						
3	Lee	Siegel,	“On	the	Face	of	It,”	in	Striking	Resemblance:	The	Changing	Art	of	Portraiture,	ed.	Donna	Gustafson	
and	Susan	Sidlauskas	(New	York:	Prestel,	2014),	78.	
4	Jenny	Edkins,	Face	Politics	(New	York:	Routledge,	2015).	Edkins	draws	on:	Jean-Luc	Nancy,	“The	Look	of	the	
Portrait,”	in	Multiple	Arts	:	The	Muses	2,	ed.	Simon	Sparks	(Stanford,	CA:	Stanford	University	Press,	2006).	
5	Edkins,	Face	Politics,	30.	
6	M.	Catherine	Soussloff,	The	Subject	in	Art:	Portraiture	and	the	Birth	of	the	Modern	(Durham,	NC:	Duke	
University	Press,	2006),	13–14.	
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This	intersubjective	understanding	of	the	portrait	can	be	advanced	through	a	study	of	moving	
image	portraiture,	as	performance	over	time	brings	attention	to	the	triangulation	of	desire	
and	demand	generated	through	the	interaction	of	artist/subject/viewer.	For	a	portrait	using	
still	photography,	the	subject	must	bring	his	or	her	self-performance	into	temporary	
resolution	only	for	the	brief	moment	of	exposure,	whereas	with	a	moving	image	portrait	this	
performance	has	to	be	sustained	for	seconds,	minutes,	perhaps	an	hour.	As	Joanna	Lowry	
has	noted,	this	is	portraiture	where	“the	question	of	the	subject’s	presence	in	relationship	to	
the	spectator	is	changed	by	the	framing	of	the	encounter	in	time.”7	This	encounter	in	time	
foregrounds	not	only	the	portrait	subject’s	performance	but	also	two	related	demands:	(a)	
the	demand	placed	on	the	viewer	by	the	subject’s	performance;	and	(b)	the	originating	
demand	placed	by	the	artist	on	the	subject.	
	
Returning	to	Allan	Sekula’s	taxonomic	understanding	of	photographic	portraits	as	tokens	of	
social	and	cultural	status,	moving	image	portraits	are	also	challenging	this	constraining	
critique	through	portrait	series	and	works	of	group	portraiture:	cultural	forms	and	individual	
self-expression	are	held	in	tension	without	collapsing	one	into	the	other.	Following	an	
introduction	to	the	two	series	of	moving	image	portraits	that	frame	this	study,	the	article	
takes	these	concepts	of	performance	across	time	and	taxonomy	to	map	routes	through	the	
genre.	
	
Moving	Image	Portraiture:	Two	Reference	Series	
This	article	is	framed	using	two	divergent	reference	points.	The	first	is	uncontroversial:	Andy	
Warhol’s	Screen	Tests	(1964–1966).	Its	modes	of	production,	exhibition,	and	subject	
performance	have	had	widespread	impact	on	the	genre.	The	second	reference	point	comes	
from	television.	Between	2001	and	2004,	the	Australian	public	broadcaster	the	Special	
Broadcasting	Service	(SBS)	produced	around	1,000	station	identifications	(IDs)	portraying	the	
faces	of	viewers	(figure	1).	
	
																																																						
7	Joanna	Lowry,	“Portraits,	Still	Video	Portraits	and	the	Account	of	the	Soul,”	in	Stillness	and	Time:	Photography	
and	the	Moving	Image,	ed.	David	Green	and	Joanna	Lowry	(Brighton:	Photoforum/Photoworks,	2006),	69.	
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Figure	1.	SBS	Face	ID	“Carly,”	2001,	10	seconds.	Video	still.	Courtesy	of	the	Special	Broadcasting	Service.	
	
This	SBS	Face	ID	campaign	provoked	unprecedented	responses	from	audience	members,	
with	significant	numbers	of	viewers	calling	to	complain.	At	the	time,	John	Stahel,	the	SBS	
creative	director	responsible	for	the	campaign,	summarised	these	comments:	
	
Calls	to	our	switchboard	have	been	almost	universally	negative	and	have	been	from	
mainly	older	viewers.	They	said	the	faces	“invaded	their	personal	space,”	that	they	
were	“ugly”	and	that	they	frightened	them.8	
	
However,	Stahel	noted	that	routine	SBS	audience	research	conducted	with	focus	groups	was	
able	to	place	these	hostile	viewer	responses	in	a	broader	context:	although	around	twelve	
per	cent	strongly	disliked	the	IDs,	approximately	seventy-five	per	cent	of	the	focus	group	
participants	strongly	liked	them.	The	negative	responses	can	be	partly	accounted	for	by	the	
flouting	of	the	usual	station	branding	conventions.9	SBS	logos	and	other	animated	graphic	
elements	have	a	minimal	presence.	The	soundtracks	are	composed	of	low-volume	textures	
with	no	music,	no	jingle.	Instead,	portrait	signifiers	are	dominant:	the	subjects,	shown	in	
																																																						
8	John	Stahel,	questionnaire	response,	March	2002,	unpaginated.	
9	This	article	refers	to	the	IDs	produced	in	the	first	year	of	the	campaign.		The	Face	IDs	were	then	substantially	
modified	and	became	more	conventional	interstitials.	
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black	and	white	with	studio	lighting,	appear	to	look	directly	at	the	viewer	and	are	each	
identified	in	text	by	their	first	names.	
	
Although	some	audience	members	may	have	been	disturbed	by	the	absence	of	branding	
conventions	that	confronted	them	with	“unframed”	faces,	it	is	possible	that	this	absence	of	
branding	also	permitted	the	strong	positive	audience	engagement	with	the	Face	IDs,	as	they	
could	be	encountered	as	portraits	rather	than	as	marketing.	Yet	these	are	portraits	that	also	
push	at	the	portrait	genre’s	boundaries:	as	each	subject	appears	to	look	to	the	viewer	for	ten	
seconds,	rather	than	performing	a	self-consciously	presentational	pose	for	the	camera,	there	
is	a	shift	in	focus,	attention,	and	expression	without	any	indication	of	the	stimulus	for	this	
engagement.	Consequently,	there	are	wider	rationales	for	the	inclusion	of	the	SBS	Face	IDs	in	
this	study	beyond	their	formal	referencing	of	photographic	portraiture.	The	Face	IDs	are	
moving	image	portraiture	at	the	limits	of	duration	and	subject	presence:	they	are	fleetingly	
short,	and	they	use	a	uniquely	self-effacing	performance	strategy.	
	
Performance	Over	Time	
In	many	moving	image	portraits,	time	becomes	an	inescapable	subject.	In	these	portraits,	the	
montage	of	classical	cinema	that	generates	temporal	intervals	and	a	sense	of	progression	is	
absent.	Instead,	montage	is	used	simply	to	collate	similar	portrait	shots	into	series.	Within	
each	portrait	shot,	there	is	not	even	the	protonarrative	that	is	evident	in	many	of	the	
Lumière	Brothers’	single-shot	actuality	films.	For	example,	the	most	famous	of	these	films,	
Workers	Leaving	the	Lumière	Factory	in	Lyon	(La	Sortie	de	l’Usines	Lumière	à	Lyon)	(1894),	
shows	the	entire	action	of	the	workers	leaving	the	factory	site	with	the	gate	closing	firmly	
after	them.	In	the	Warhol	Screen	Tests,	by	contrast,	the	film	usually	begins	partway	into	the	
subject’s	action	and	then	runs	out	as	the	action	continues.	Time,	which	is	usually	
encapsulated	within	completed	actions	or	encoded	in	the	montage	of	edited	sequences,	rises	
to	the	surface.	
	
If	this	appearance	of	time	is	related	to	Gilles	Deleuze’s	time-image,	where	“time	is	out	of	
joint	and	presents	itself	in	a	pure	state,”	it	is	not	because	the	Screen	Tests	employ	any	of	the	
cinematic	techniques	of	Jean	Renoir	or	Jean-Luc	Godard	but	rather	because	they	show	the	
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existence	of	time	through	its	moment-by-moment	extension instead	of	through	its	division.10 
The	subjects’	performances	of	this	temporal	extension	in	the	Screen	Tests	cluster	around	key	
paradigms	that	permeate	the	genre	of	moving	image	portraiture.	
	
Performance	of	Extension:	Warhol’s	Screen	Tests	
Between	1964	and	1966,	Andy	Warhol	made	approximately	five	hundred	silent,	mostly	black-
and-white	films	of	friends	and	celebrities,	including	many	of	the	writers,	artists,	musicians,	
actors,	and	models	who	made	up	New	York’s	avant-garde	scene.11	Here	I	confine	my	
discussion	to	the	selection	of	twenty-eight	Screen	Tests	that	were	shown	by	the	Museum	of	
Modern	Art,	New	York,	in	2003	and	that	subsequently	toured	to	other	galleries	and	so	have	
been	more	widely	seen.	The	performances	of	the	subjects	of	these	Screen	Tests	cluster	
around	three	poles:	
	
•	First	pole:	These	subjects	stare	resolutely	at	the	camera,	barely	moving	an	eyelid	(for	
example,	Richard	Rheem	and	Susan	Bottomly).	
	
•	Second	pole:	These	subjects	do	not	attend	directly	to	the	camera	but	rather	appear	to	
invent	their	performances	improvisatorially	(for	example,	Susan	Sontag,	Dennis	Hopper,	and	
Cass	Elliott).	
	
•	Third	pole:	These	subjects	carry	out	repeated	gestures	(for	example,	Lou	Reed	drinks	a	
Coke;	James	Rosenquist	spins	erratically	on	the	spot;	Jane	Holzer	chews	gum).	
	
For	this	article,	I	focus	on	the	first	and	second	performance	strategies	of	temporal	extension	
through	a	held	pose	or	through	improvisation,	as	these	strategies	offer	the	greatest	potential	
for	comparison	with	recent	moving	image	portraiture.	
	
																																																						
10	Gilles	Deleuze,	Cinema	2:	The	Time	Image,	trans.	Hugh	Tomlinson	and	Barbara	Habberjam	(London:	
Continuum,	2005),	271.	
11		See:	Callie	Angell,	Andy	Warhol	Screen	Tests:	The	Films	of	Andy	Warhol:	Catalogue	Raisonné	(New	York:	H.	N.	
Abrams;	Whitney	Museum	of	American	Art,	2006).	
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Extension	Through	Stasis	
Creating	moving	image	portraits	by	inviting	subjects	to	hold	a	pose	raises	the	question	of	the	
durations	of	filming	and	screening.	Although	several	of	the	subjects	in	the	Screen	Tests	stare	
fixedly	at	the	camera,	they	were	only	required	to	maintain	their	gaze	for	three	minutes,	the	
duration	imposed	by	the	hundred-foot	length	of	the	roll	of	film.	By	contrast,	video	recording	
can	continue	uninterrupted	for	hours.	Limits	therefore	have	to	be	imposed	by	the	artists,	the	
logistics	of	the	location,	or	the	stamina	of	the	subjects,	as	there	is	nothing	implicit	in	the	
action	of	posing	that	provides	a	beginning	or	an	end.	For	every	moment	the	portrait	is	
extended,	there	are	consequences	for	subjects,	artists,	and	viewers.	These	consequences	are	
inescapable	in	a	series	of	moving	image	portraits	made	by	photo-media	artist	Thomas	Struth.	
	
	
Figure	2.	Thomas	Struth,	Frank	Baumgarten,	Helsinki	1996.	Video	still.	Courtesy	of	the	artist.	©Thomas	Struth.		
	
Between	1996	and	2003,	Struth	made	six	moving	image	portraits	in	Portraits—One	Hour	
(figure	2).	Held	in	continuous	head-and-shoulders	shots,	the	subjects	look	at	the	camera	lens	
for	one	hour,	although	the	portraits	have	been	shown	mainly	as	twenty-minute	excerpts.	
Struth	has	been	strongly	influenced	by	the	photographic	portraiture	of	August	Sander	and	
the	Neue	Sachlichkeit	movement	(literally	new	thing-in-itselfness)	that	emerged	in	Germany	
in	the	1920s.	Sander’s	portraiture	was	based	on	the	straightforward,	direct	presentation	of	
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his	portrait	subjects	to	the	camera,	in	contrast	to	the	“decisive	moment”	school	of	
photographic	portraiture	exemplified	by	the	work	of	Henri	Cartier-Bresson.	This	latter	
approach	seeks	to	elicit	portraits	of	penetrating	psychological	insight	through	an	intense	
theatre	of	engagement	between	photographer	and	subject.	The	selected	moment	of	the	
exposure,	although	clearly	transitory,	claims	to	embody	fundamental	truths	of	the	subject’s	
character.	For	Struth,	however,	working	with	Sander’s	more	objective	vision,	there	are	no	
provocations,	no	heightened	moments	of	encounter	but	rather	invitations	for	the	subjects	to	
present	themselves	without	artifice	to	the	camera.	When	Struth	began	making	moving	image	
portraits	following	many	years	of	still	portraiture,	he	continued	this	direct,	presentational	
approach.	
	
The	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art	(MOMA),	when	it	exhibited	Thomas	Struth’s	“mesmerizing	
video	portraits”	in	2003,	claimed	that	by	“reducing	the	entire	vocabulary	of	art	to	its	simplest	
premise—to	look,	to	see,	and	to	reflect—the	video	portraits	invite	discernment,	receptivity,	
and	calm	self-reflection”	(italics	in	original).12 This	understanding	of	Struth’s	moving	image	
portraits	proposes	subjects	who	transcend	the	world	of	superficial	self-performance	and	
therefore	inspire	the	viewer’s	contemplation	of	the	essential	self.	Yet	several	critics	found	
that	when	viewing	the	portraits,	their	primary	awareness	was	of	the	subjects’	struggles	to	
maintain	the	pose:	“The	viewer’s	eyes,	looking	for	the	action,	seize	on	any	tiny	change,	little	
twitches,	and	involuntary	gulps,	so	that	it	becomes	a	portrait	of	discomfiture,	more	than	of	
character.”13	This	“discomfiture”	is	one	of	the	most	revealing	qualities	of	these	
performances.	The	“twitches	and	involuntary	gulps”	portray	the	tiny	pitched	battles,	the	little	
moments	of	defeat,	where	the	body	cannot	be	forced	to	meet	the	artist’s	demand	of	stasis.	
For	screen	arts	scholar	Joanna	Lowry,	this	vulnerability,	to	some	extent,	redresses	the	power	
imbalance	between	spectator	and	portrait	subject	that	she	identifies	as	inherent	in	the	long	
duration	of	the	works,	where	
the	spectator	felt	compelled	to	return	the	gaze,	to	watch	back,	but	inevitably	could	
not	meet	the	challenge—was	out-faced,	and	turned	to	move	on	to	the	next	
																																																						
12	“Thomas	Struth,”	The	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art,	http://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-museum/press-
room/exhibitions/2002/thomas-struth/.	
13	John	Zeaman,	“Beauty,	Grand	and	Twice	Removed:	Thomas	Struth	Comes	up	with	the	Big	Picture,”	The	
Record,	7	February	2003.	
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encounter	uncomfortably	aware	of	his	or	her	irrelevance	to	the	subject	they	had	left	
behind.14	
	
For	Lowry,	this	gazing	fatigue	foregrounds	the	acts	of	looking	of	both	the	subject	and	the	
viewer,	demonstrating	that	the	meeting	of	subject	and	viewer	gazes	is	illusory	and	that	the	
camera/screen	plane	is	a	“fault-line	in	the	visible”	that	“defines	the	difference	and	distance	
between	us.”15	This	self-awareness	on	the	part	of	the	viewer	could	presumably	close	off	any	
further	engagement	with	the	portrait.	However,	Lowry	claims	that	the	performances	of	the	
portrait	subjects	afford	an	alternative	means	of	engagement:	the	struggles	of	these	subjects	
with	the	constraints	of	their	portrait	sittings	manifest	a	“psychic	fragility.”	This	fragility	in	turn	
addresses	a	viewer	“who	can	see	and	interpret	the	vulnerability	of	the	subject	portrayed.”16	
	
The	viewer’s	empathy	with	the	vulnerability	of	the	subjects	of	Thomas	Struth’s	one-hour	
portraits	arises	not	only	from	the	subjects’	submission	to	an	act	of	endurance	but	also	from	
an	awareness	of	the	effort	required	in	everyday	self-presentation.	Rather	than	bringing	
attention	to	this	effort	through	long	durations,	the	artist	Feng	Feng	has	employed	a	subtle	
postproduction	technique	in	his	multichannel	portrait	installation	Keeping	Smile	(2013;	figure	
3).	This	work	comprises	seven	vertically	oriented	LCD	screens,	with	each	screen	showing	a	
looped	close-up	shot	that	runs	between	three	and	five	minutes.	The	subjects	smile,	heads	
raised	slightly.	As	the	subjects	hold	their	smiling	expressions,	little	facial	actions	are	
foregrounded:	eyelids	blink,	cheeks	quiver,	tongues	moisten	lips,	muscles	at	the	corners	of	
mouths	twitch,	while	the	eyes	occasionally	deviate	from	their	required	focus	and	briefly	
glance	toward	the	camera.	After	viewing	this	installation	for	thirty	seconds	or	so,	the	reason	
for	the	prominence	of	these	movements	becomes	evident:	the	videos	are	being	played	
backward,	infusing	each	tiny	muscular	movement	with	a	slightly	alien	quality	that	highlights	
the	complexity	of	presenting	even	a	simple	facial	expression	to	the	world.	
	
																																																						
14	Joanna	Lowry,	“Projecting	Symptoms,”	in	Screen/Space:	The	Projected	Image	in	Contemporary	Art,	ed.	Tamara	
Trodd	(Manchester:	Manchester	University	Press,	2011),	105.	
15	Ibid.,	106.	
16	Ibid.	
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Figure	3.	Feng	Feng,	Keeping	Smile,	2013,	seven-channel	screen	installation.	Installation	view	(detail).	Courtesy	of	the	
artist.	Photograph:	Stephen	Burstow.	
	
As	a	professor	at	the	Guangzhou	Academy	of	Fine	Arts,	Feng	Feng	has	been	recording	video	
portraits	of	each	of	the	thirty	or	so	new	students	in	each	year’s	intake	since	2011.	Although	
his	primary	motivation	for	the	filming	of	the	student	portraits	is	archival,	he	has	also	
acknowledged	the	attention	this	work	brings	to	the	labour	of	bodily	performance:	“What	you	
have	to	pay	for	a	beautiful	facial	expression	is	awkwardness	and	convulsions	of	facial	
muscles.”17	By	reversing	and	temporally	extending	what	is	usually	a	momentary	expression	of	
social	communication,	Keeping	Smile	demonstrates	the	potential	for	moving	image	
portraiture	to	imbricate	the	demands	of	an	artist,	an	educational	institution,	and	the	wider	
society	with	the	subject’s	struggle	to	meet	those	demands.	
	
Extension	Through	Improvisation			
The	second	strategy	of	performance	extension	evident	in	Warhol’s	Screen	Tests	is	
improvisation.	Here,	the	constraints	of	stasis	and	focus	have	been	loosened,	with	the	
subjects	being	given	the	apparent	freedom	to	invent	themselves	in	front	of	the	camera,	
moment	by	moment.	Reviewing	the	MOMA	exhibition	of	the	Screen	Tests	for	the	New	York	
Times,	Sarah	Boxer	responds	in	particular	to	the	screen	tests	of	Susan	Sontag,	Dennis	
Hopper,	and	Cass	Elliott.	This	is	her	description	of	the	Susan	Sontag	film	(figure	4):18	
	
																																																						
17	Email	message	to	the	author,	June	2016.	
18	Warhol	made	seven	screen	test	films	with	Sontag.	Two	others	appear	to	have	been	filmed	at	the	same	sitting	
as	the	one	under	discussion	here.	The	remaining	four	were	staged	for	the	filming	of	an	item	on	the	BBC	arts	
series	Monitor	titled	“Cheese!	Or	What	Really	Did	Happen	in	Andy	Warhol’s	Studio,”	transmitted	on	13	July	
1965.	
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Figure	4.	Andy	Warhol,	Screen	Test:	Susan	Sontag	[ST321],	1965,	black	and	white,	silent,	4	minutes	30	seconds	at	16	frames	
per	second.	Frame	still.	©	The	Andy	Warhol	Museum,	Pittsburgh,	PA,	a	museum	of	Carnegie	Institute.	All	rights	reserved.		
	
She	looks	to	the	left,	smiles,	puts	on	her	cat-eye	shades,	takes	them	off,	sighs,	plays	
with	her	hair,	puts	it	behind	her	ear,	looks	down,	left,	right,	front,	smiles	and	finally	
decides	to	shut	her	eyes.	Will	the	film	never	end?	She	puts	the	earpiece	of	her	glasses	
in	her	mouth	and	shrugs.	What	shall	I	do?	What	can	I	do?	Finally,	shot	in	profile,	she	is	
at	peace,	but	the	test	is	coming	to	an	end.19	
	
What	Sarah	Boxer	captures	in	this	account	are	the	subtle	shifts	in	focus	and	intention	that	
drift	across	Sontag’s	face.	There	are	no	glamorous	poses	or	attempts	to	project	a	contained,	
controlled	personality.	Consequently,	the	viewer	is	affected	by	a	sense	of	Sontag’s	openness	
and	vulnerability.	
	
This	unscripted,	improvised	quality	has	been	sought	out	by	several	artists	working	in	moving	
image	portraiture.	Some	have	used	a	strategy	similar	to	that	employed	by	observational	
																																																						
19	Sarah	Boxer,	“Andy	Warhol's	'Screen	Tests'	Were	3-Minute	Eternities,”	review	of	Andy	Warhol’s	Screen	Tests,	
Museum	of	Modern	Art,	New	York,	New	York	Times,	23	May	2003.	
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documentary	filmmakers	who	film	subjects	completely	engaged	in	a	situation	or	event	and	
use	minimal	editing	with	no	interviews,	narration,	or	voiceover.	Returning	to	moving	image	
portraiture	after	ten	years	of	still	photography,	artist	Rineke	Dijkstra	took	this	observational	
approach	for	some	of	the	portraits	in	her	New	York	show	in	2010.	The	work	that	elicited	the	
strongest	critical	response	was	a	three-screen	installation	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	(Weeping	
Woman)	(2009;	see	figure	5).20	The	weeping	woman	is	Picasso’s	1937	painting	Weeping	
Woman,	but	this	showpiece	of	the	Tate	Modern’s	collection	is	never	shown.	Dijkstra	set	up	a	
small	studio	within	the	Tate	Liverpool	and	filmed	a	group	of	nine	British	schoolchildren	who	
were	around	twelve	years	of	age.	They	are	shown	puzzling	over	an	off-screen	reproduction	of	
the	painting	that	was	placed	beneath	one	of	the	cameras.	
	
	
	
Figure	5.	Rineke	Dijkstra,	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	(Weeping	Woman),	2009,	three-channel	HD	video,	12	minutes.	Installation	
view.	Courtesy	of	the	artist	and	the	Marian	Goodman	Gallery.	Photograph:	John	Berens.		
Dijkstra	carefully	considered	the	choice	of	artwork	as	well	as	the	age	of	the	subjects.	In	an	
interview	for	her	Guggenheim	New	York	retrospective	in	2012,	she	explained:	
	
																																																						
20	Roberta	Smith,	“A	Return	to	Video	Is	Moving,”	review	of	Rineke	Dijkstra,	Marian	Goodman	Gallery,	New	York,	
ibid.,	13	August	2010.	
Stephen	Burstow	 Moving	Image	Portraiture	
	
	
13	
Weeping	Woman	seemed	suitable	to	me	because	you	see	emotion;	you	can	respond	
to	that.	At	the	same	time,	the	painting	is	somewhat	abstract,	which	makes	it	
impossible	to	assign	a	precise	name	to	everything.21	
	
She	decided	that	the	children,	being	in	the	last	year	of	primary	or	grade	school,	were	“the	
perfect	age:	they’re	not	quite	teenagers	yet,	they	haven’t	lost	their	uninhibited	quality.	
They’ve	definitely	given	thought	to	things,	they	know	things,	but	they	have	no	reticence.”22	
Over	the	course	of	the	twelve-minute	group	portrait,	the	children	respond	to	Picasso’s	
depiction	of	his	subject,	Dora	Maar,	with	a	diverse	range	of	questions	and	hypotheses:	“I	see	
a	woman	crying.”	“Has	someone	passed	away?”	“Maybe	because	she	is	lonely?”	“Unless	it	
was	based	on	a	real	person	and	he	drew	it,	like	that	is	how	they	would	feel	inside.”	“He	paints	
how	people	feel.”23  
	
Up	to	this	point,	the	moving	image	portraits	under	consideration	have	been	silent	works	or,	
in	the	case	of	the	SBS	Face	IDs,	have	only	a	minimal	soundtrack.	Is	it	possible	that	the	verbal	
texts	in	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	open	up	discursive	narratives	that	place	this	work	in	the	ambit	
of	documentary	film	rather	than	portraiture?	Although	the	three-screen	presentation	already	
shifts	the	work	beyond	classical	single-screen	cinema	exhibition,	the	primary	contrast	
between	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	and,	say,	a	documentary	film	about	a	class	of	schoolchildren	
is	the	absence	of	the	orientating	narratives	of	a	film.	The	viewer	knows	nothing	about	the	
teacher	or	the	usual	classroom	hierarchies	but	instead	is	thrust	into	the	midst	of	a	whirlpool	
of	shifting	emotions	and	apprehensions,	grasping	at	facial	expressions	and	brief	snatches	of	
dialogue.	For	the	viewer,	the	resulting	experience	of	affect	can	be	illuminated	through	Gilles	
Deleuze’s	concept	of	the	affection-image,	which	he	contrasts	with	the	goal-oriented	action-
image.24	In	the	affection-image,	conventional	narrative	flow	is	halted,	and	the	
																																																						
21	Jan	van	Adrichem,	“Realism	in	the	Smallest	Details:	Rineke	Dijkstra	Interviewed	by	Jan	Van	Adrichem,”	in	
Rineke	Dijkstra:	A	Retrospective,	ed.	Chelsea	Spengemann	(New	York:	Solomon	R.	Guggehnheim	Foundation,	
2012),	58.	
22	Ibid.	
23	Transcribed	from	the	video	excerpt	at:	“Rineke	Dijkstra:	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	at	the	Temporary	Stedelijk,”	
http://www.designboom.com/art/rineke-dijkstra-i-see-a-woman-crying-at-the-temporary-stedelijk/.	
24Gilles	Deleuze,	Cinema	1:	The	Movement	Image	and	Cinema	2:	The	Time	Image,	trans.	Hugh	Tomlinson	and	
Barbara	Habberjam	(London:	Athlone,	1986).	
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representations	of	time	and	space	become	highly	subjective.	The	power	of	this	image	comes	
through	the	face:	
	
The	affect	is	like	the	expressed	of	the	state	of	things,	but	this	expressed	does	not	
refer	to	the	state	of	things,	it	only	refers	to	the	faces	which	express	it	and,	coming	
together	or	separating,	give	it	its	proper	moving	context.	25	
	
Deleuze	is	here	describing	affect	in	the	context	of	Carl	Dreyer’s	film	The	Passion	of	Joan	of	
Arc	(1928),	and	although	this	is	a	film	with	intertitles	rather	than	synchronous	dialogue,	his	
description	is	also	apposite	in	the	case	of	works	such	as	I	See	a	Woman	Crying.	In	this	
portrait,	there	does	exist	a	“state	of	things”	contributed	by	the	viewer	based	on	his	or	her	
recollections	of	children,	art	galleries,	and	Picasso.	But	as	in	Dreyer’s	film,	the	faces	in	
Dijkstra’s	portrait	engage	the	viewer	with	an	affective	force	that	escapes	determination	by	
that	state.	Although	the	children	in	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	have	a	putative	objective	(unlike	
Susan	Sontag	in	her	Screen	Test),	a	search	for	an	authoritative	interpretation	of	the	Picasso	
painting	is	never	the	concern	of	Dijkstra’s	group	portrait.	Instead,	as	with	the	Sontag	Screen	
Test,	the	viewer	is	held	to	the	unfolding	surface	of	the	work	through	each	shift	in	the	
subjects’	expressions.	This	affordance	of	moment-by-moment	encounter	through	the	
extension,	rather	than	division,	of	performance	is	a	strength	of	moving	image	portraiture	that	
will	be	explored	further	in	relation	to	the	SBS	Face	IDs.	
	
Taxonomy	
August	Sander’s	project,	People	of	the	Twentieth	Century	(1892–1952),	has	become	
emblematic	of	the	systematic	classification	of	a	people	through	photographic	portraiture.	In	
his	seminal	essay	“The	Body	and	the	Archive,”	Allan	Sekula	contrasts	this	taxonomic	model	
with	Walker	Evans’s	humanistic	attempt,	through	the	portraiture	of	his	American	photo	
books,	to	“counterpose	the	‘poetic’	structure	of	the	sequence	to	the	model	of	the	archive.”26	
Thomas	Struth,	despite	his	debt	to	the	work	of	Sander,	as	noted	above,	attempted	to	side-
																																																						
25	Cinema	1:	The	Movement	Image,	110.	
26	Sekula,	“The	Body	and	the	Archive,”	59.	
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step	the	question	of	social	typology	in	his	one-hour	portraits	by	selecting	only	middle-class	
subjects,	perhaps	hoping	to	universalise	his	project	beyond	class	taxonomy.	By	contrast,	
many	artists	working	with	moving	image	portraiture	have	engaged	simultaneously	with	both	
structuring	cultural	taxonomy	and	poetic,	individual	expression	through	a	playfulness	that	
keeps	both	paradigms	in	tension.	Andy	Warhol—and	more	recently	Candice	Breitz—have	
employed	the	ambiguities	of	shifting	portrait	series	and	the	multiplicities	of	group	portraiture	
to	open	up	this	territory.	
	
Andy	Warhol’s	films	The	Thirteen	Most	Beautiful	Boys,	The	Thirteen	Most	Beautiful	Women	
and	Fifty	Fantastics	and	Fifty	Personalities	(1964–1966)	were	the	titles	given	to	changing	
compilations	of	the	Screen	Tests.	Warhol’s	titles	presciently	refer	to	what	has	become	list	
culture:	top	tens,	top	one-hundreds,	and	bucket	lists	that	rank	any	product,	person,	
performance,	or	experience.	By	frequently	changing	the	line-ups	of	these	films	Warhol	
flaunted	the	personal	contingency	of	any	selection	criterion	while	promising	an	insight	into	
the	elusive	charisma	and	desirability	that	lay	behind	celebrity.	The	number	thirteen	in	the	
compilations	of	beautiful	boys	and	women	alludes	to	Warhol’s	still-image	work	of	the	same	
period,	Thirteen	Most	Wanted	Men	(1964).	Produced	for	the	exterior	of	the	New	York	State	
Pavilion	at	the	1964	World’s	Fair,	the	mural	was	based	on	a	New	York	State	pamphlet	that	
depicted	the	state’s	thirteen	most	wanted	criminals.	In	this	work	Warhol	appropriates	the	
regime	of	police	surveillance,	infusing	the	mug	shots	with	homosexual	longing	and	the	
seductive	power	of	the	gangsters’	infamy.	As	with	the	various	Screen	Tests	compilations,	any	
process	of	taxonomic	selection	is	made	unstable	through	personal	desire.27	
	
Where	Andy	Warhol	experimented	with	the	effects	of	compiling	moving	image	portraits	into	
series,	artist	Candice	Breitz	has	recently	employed	multichannel	techniques	to	
simultaneously	present	multiple	portrait	performances	rather	than	screening	them	in	a	linear	
sequence.	Through	this	multiscreen	technique,	Breitz	explores	the	way	contemporary	
subjects	use	cultural	resources,	from	pop	songs	to	inspirational	videos,	in	the	act	of	self-
constitution.	Her	best-known	work	is	a	series	of	moving	image	“portraits”	of	pop	musicians:	
																																																						
27	For	a	detailed	study	of	this	work	see:	Oliver	Watts,	“Warhol:	Images	of	Infamy	and	Underpinning	Power,”	in	
Transparency,	Power,	and	Control:	Perspectives	on	Legal	Communication,	ed.	V.	K.	Bhatia	(Farnham:	Ashgate,	
2013),	252–258.	
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Legend	(A	Portrait	of	Bob	Marley),	King	(A	Portrait	of	Michael	Jackson),	Queen	(A	Portrait	of	
Madonna)	(all	2005),	and	Working	Class	Hero	(A	Portrait	of	John	Lennon)	(2006).	The	titular	
subjects	of	these	portraits	never	appear.	Instead,	Breitz	invited	fans	of	these	musicians	to	
sing	and	dance	their	way	through	the	eponymous	albums.	By	contrast	with	most	YouTube	
fan-produced	music	videos,	Breitz	features	the	voices	of	the	fans	rather	than	the	original	
tracks.	
	
Each	portrait	was	filmed	in	a	different	city.	In	Legend,	filmed	in	Jamaica,	the	fans	project	a	
strong	national	identity	through	their	emotional	commitment	and	relatively	uniform	
appearance,	whereas	in	King,	filmed	in	Berlin,	the	fans	incorporate	Michael	Jackson	dance	
moves	and	other	iconography	into	a	wider	range	of	personal	styles.	Yet	across	all	these	
multichannel	installations,	the	shared	song	texts	clearly	inspire	idiosyncratic,	individual	
performances,	along	with	the	collective	expressions	of	fandom,	particularly	as	the	viewer	
hears	the	fans’	voices	without	even	a	karaoke-style	backing	track.		
	
In	her	recent	trilogy	of	moving	image	portraits,	The	Woods	(2012),	Breitz	has	shifted	her	
attention	from	global	music	to	global	film.	Each	of	these	portraits	is	set	in	one	of	the	world’s	
major	film	industries:	Hollywood	(United	States),	Bollywood	(India),	and	Nollywood	
(Nigeria).28	In	Hollywood,	for	The	Audition,	Breitz	filmed	twenty-five	child	actors	who	had	yet	
to	be	cast	in	a	film	or	television	production	(figure	6).	Using	the	format	of	the	screen	test,	
Breitz	set	the	actors	a	series	of	standard	tasks	but	also	required	them	to	perform	
monologues	based	on	career	advice	videos	made	by	casting	directors	and	acting	coaches	
featuring	stories	of	self-awareness,	training,	commitment,	sacrifice,	and	(hopefully)	success.	
	
																																																						
28	For	production	background	see:	Trevor	Smith,	“Lost	in	the	Woods,”	in	Candice	Breitz:	The	Woods	(Melbourne:	
The	Australian	Centre	for	the	Moving	Image,	2012),	34-39.	
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Figure	6.	Candice	Breitz,	The	Audition,	2012,	from	the	trilogy	The	Woods,	six-channel	installation,	70	minutes	33	seconds.	
Installation	view.	Commissioned	by	ACMI	(Melbourne)	and	PEM	(Salem).	Courtesy	of	the	artist.	Photograph:	Alex	Fahl.		
	
As	Breitz	puts	these	young	actors	through	the	various	tasks	of	the	screen	test,	the	viewer	is	
instantly	aware	of	each	child’s	highly	developed	presentational	style.	This	is	evident	not	only	
through	the	performance	of	the	monologues	but	also	through	the	singing	and	dancing	tasks,	
with	some	of	the	children	even	performing	self-penned	songs.	The	viewer	becomes	a	casting	
director,	assessing	these	skills	and	also	looking	for	that	extra	something:	the	charisma	that	
might	just	give	this	child	the	edge	in	a	highly	competitive	industry.	
	
This	viewer	experience	is	closely	aligned	with	the	diagnostic	gaze	that	Joanna	Lowry	argues	is	
afforded	by	some	screen-based	installation	art,	including	moving	image	portraits.29	Lowry	
traces	this	gaze	to	the	nineteenth-century	photography	of	the	mentally	ill,	one	of	her	
examples	being	the	photographs	taken	by	Albert	Londe	for	the	French	psychiatrist	Jean-
Martin	Charcot	at	the	Salpêtrière	Hospital	for	the	Insane	in	Paris.	Charcot	believed	that	
photography	could	help	differentiate	between	authentic	and	simulated	symptoms.	The	
typical	expressions	of	hysteria	could	be	catalogued,	and	crucial	moments,	such	as	the	onset	
of	a	seizure,	could	be	documented	for	analysis.	Charcot	also	held	weekly	lectures	where	his	
																																																						
29	Lowry,	“Projecting	Symptoms,”	93–109.	
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star	patients	were	encouraged	to	perform	their	hysterical	symptoms	for	his	audience	of	
doctors,	students,	and	the	general	public,	thereby	blending	the	spaces	of	theatre	and	clinic.	
In	the	video	art	of	the	1960s	and	1970s,	with	its	pursuit	of	the	abject	and	testing	the	limits	of	
bodily	and	psychological	endurance,	Lowry	sees	the	white-walled	studio/gallery	also	become	
a	space	“in	which	every	gesture	or	expression	is	to	be	read	as	a	symptom.”30	Although	the	
white	cyclorama	studio	setting	of	The	Audition	and	the	screen-test	format	may	orient	the	
viewer	toward	this	diagnostic	position,	Breitz	has	developed	a	strategy	to	confront	viewers	
with	their	own	diagnostic	gaze.	
	
With	the	Warhol	Screen	Tests,	twenty-first-century	viewers	cannot	exclude	their	knowledge	
of	the	subjects’	subsequent	life	stories.	Despite	the	Screen	Tests’	sense	of	presentness,	the	
portraits	of	Edie	Sedgwick	or	Susan	Sontag	can	always	be	scrutinised	for	nascent	signs	of	the	
tragic	life	cut	short	or	the	wide-ranging	career	of	a	major	intellectual.	The	child	subjects	of	
The	Audition,	by	contrast,	exist	firmly	in	the	now.	This	is	the	eternal	present	of	the	young	
talent	competition	where	competitors	can	be	spelling	geeks	or	musical	prodigies.	The	
winners	are	awarded,	but	the	also-rans	are	never	tragic:	they	are	subsumed	by	the	greater	
ongoing	celebration	of	youthful	potential.	Breitz’s	The	Audition	sublates	the	underpinning	of	
this	youth	potential	paradigm	and	exposes	the	contradictory	forces	at	play.	The	set	
monologues	based	on	career	advice	videos	confront	the	narratives	of	success	through	talent	
and	commitment	with	an	awareness	of	a	Hollywood	industry	that	requires	armies	of	young	
hopefuls	in	order	to	function—an	industry	with	high	rates	of	attrition	and	shifting,	
idiosyncratic	requirements.	The	viewer’s	taxonomy	is	revealed	as	inadequate:	the	desire	to	
differentiate	based	on	evidence	of	skill	and	dedication	is	recontextualised	by	the	
monologue’s	wider	referencing	of	the	film	industry’s	demands.	
	
The	works	of	Candice	Breitz,	together	with	the	Screen	Test	compilations	of	Andy	Warhol,	
demonstrate	the	ability	of	moving	image	portraiture	to	expose	taxonomic	systems.	Although	
Warhol	destabilised	the	classification	of	beauty	and	charisma	through	his	shifting	Thirteen	
Most	Beautiful…	compilations,	Breitz’s	use	of	the	casting	industry’s	career-advice	texts	
disrupts	the	viewer’s	attempts	to	rank	the	young	performers	according	to	any	agreed-upon	
																																																						
30	Ibid.,	97.	
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criteria.	Breitz’s	music-based	group	portraits	also	leave	a	space	open	for	the	portrait	subject’s	
self-expression,	rather	than	portraying	the	individual’s	performance	as	fully	determined	by	
the	forms	of	global	pop	culture	fandom.	
	
SBS	Face	IDs:	Just	This	Face,	Here,	Now	
Returning	finally	to	the	Face	IDs,	their	consideration	up	to	this	point	has	thrown	up	stories	of	
absence:	as	television,	they	minimise	the	usual	genre	signifiers;	and	as	moving	image	
portraits	they	have	a	minimal	duration—running	at	ten	seconds	they	provided	viewers	with	
only	tantalising	(or	traumatising)	glimpses.	But	perhaps	the	most	fundamental	absence	is	that	
the	subjects	of	the	IDs	have	no	discernible	object	of	consciousness.	This	singularity	of	the	
Face	IDs	was	facilitated	through	the	modification	of	a	standard	production	technique.		
	
When	SBS	creative	director	John	Stahel	conducted	tests	for	the	IDs,	the	subjects	were	asked	
to	simply	look	at	the	camera	lens.	Stahel	found	that	these	test	performances	merely	
communicated	the	subjects’	awareness	of,	and	focus	on,	the	camera.	To	shift	the	subjects’	
awareness,	he	then	tested	the	technique	of	projecting	excerpts	of	SBS	programs	in	front	of	
the	lens	using	an	Autocue	system.31	Stahel,	having	initially	imagined	a	“studious,	still	
portrait,”	was	delighted	by	the	expressiveness	of	the	test	subjects’	responses	to	the	video.32	
	
One	of	the	most	fundamental	tenets	of	phenomenology	is	that	all	consciousness	is	
consciousness	of	something.	In	the	Face	IDs,	reference	to	this	something	is	stripped	away,	
including	the	consciousness	of	self	usually	required	to	pose	for	a	portrait.	The	viewer	is	left	
with	the	facial	expressions	that	indicate	perception,	cognition,	and	affect	without	being	
aware	of	their	object.	For	viewers	who	“strongly	liked”	the	IDs,	this	may	have	presented	two	
options:	(a)	to	wonder	about	the	object	of	the	screen	subject’s	engagement;	or	(b)	to	simply	
enter	a	facial	theatre	where	the	gestural	choreography	is	complete	in	itself.	Subtly	shifting	
expressions	that	indicate	delight	or	focused	attention	can	be	enjoyed	without	triggering	a	
																																																						
31	Autocue,	also	known	as	teleprompt,	is	used	primarily	to	project	text	in	front	of	the	lens	for	television	
newsreaders	and	presenters.			
32	John	Stahel,	in	discussion	with	author,	February	2014.		
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need	to	interpret	the	subject’s	intention:	a	surf	down	the	wave	of	affect	without	concern	for	
how	to	pull	out	at	the	end	of	the	ride.	
	
This	consciousness-without-object	quality	of	the	Face	IDs	brings	to	attention	a	phenomenon	
that	is	particular	within	the	domain	of	moving	image	portraiture:	the	small,	ephemeral,	
unfolding	moments	of	consciousness	that	were	discussed	previously	in	relation	to	Rineke	
Dijkstra’s	I	See	a	Woman	Crying	and	Warhol’s	Susan	Sontag	Screen	Test.	Even	in	the	works	by	
Thomas	Struth	and	Feng	Feng,	the	subjects’	small	somatic	struggles	with	the	holding	of	the	
pose	subtly	subvert	their	performances	of	self-control.	As	Joanna	Lowry	observed	in	relation	
to	the	Struth	one-hour	portraits,	these	involuntary	facial	movements	shift	the	ocular	power	
balance	between	viewer	and	portrait	subject,	thereby	permitting	an	alternative	mode	of	
empathetic	engagement.	
	
Conclusion	
Cinema	and	television	faces	are	enveloped	within	the	rhythms	of	montage	and	narration,	
action	and	dialogue—rhythms	that	even	the	online	faces	of	YouTube	video	bloggers	cannot	
escape.	By	contrast,	in	many	moving	image	portraits,	the	face	is	free	of	these	constraints:	the	
temporal	experience	is	one	of	extension	rather	than	division.	At	the	extreme	of	the	
endurance	portraiture	of	Thomas	Struth,	this	extension	affords	the	interrogation	of	the	
gaze—here,	the	camera’s	demand	meets	the	subject’s	pose.	This	temporal	extension	also	
exposes	the	fragility	of	the	body	and	the	somatic	limits	of	self-presentation—limits	that	are	
revealed	by	Feng	Feng	through	reversing	the	video	of	his	smiling	subjects.	Beyond	the	
constraints	of	the	held	pose,	moving	image	portraiture	has	revealed	the	extension	of	
moment-by-moment	presence	through	the	improvisatory	performance	of	Susan	Sontag	in	
her	Screen	Test	and	the	open-ended	struggles	for	meaning	in	Rineke	Dijkstra’s	I	See	a	Woman	
Crying.	
	
Through	series	and	group	portraiture,	Andy	Warhol	and	Candice	Breitz	revealed	systems	of	
taxonomy	and	control	while	imbricating	them	with	the	idiosyncrasies	of	personal	desire.	And	
finally,	the	SBS	Face	IDs	afforded	the	viewer	an	experience	that	is	all	surface:	no	revelation	of	
character,	just	a	brief	ride	on	the	wave	of	bodily	expression.	
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Across	all	the	surveyed	moving	image	portraiture,	the	extension	of	performance	across	time	
foregrounds	the	originating	demand	placed	by	the	artist	on	the	subject	and	the	demand	
placed	by	the	subject’s	performance	on	the	viewer.	This	triangulation	of	demand	holds	the	
viewer	at	the	intersection	of	self	and	other,	an	experience	of	intersubjectivity	that	displaces	
the	search	for	the	essential	person	lying	behind	the	represented	face.	
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